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© Electronic mail systems. 

© A method is disclosed for confirming selected 
activities of multiple electronic mail recipients. An 
indication of each item of electronic mail designated 
by a sender as requiring confirmation of the recipi- 
ent's activities is stored within a confirmation log. 
The activities of each recipient are then monitored 
and a confirmation message is generated automati- 

acally in response to a determination that confirmation 
is required for a selected activity or recipient Each 
confirmation message is then correlated with the 
stored indications of electronic mail objects within 
2the confirmation log. Thereafter, the sender may 
display the contents of the confirmation log selec- 
tively by mail object or recipient to determine the 
p£ status of multiple selected electronic mail objects. A 
notification of the receipt of a confirmation message 
® may also be transmitted to the sender. 
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ELECTRONIC MAIL SYSTEMS 



This invention relates in general to improve- 
ments in electronic mail systems and in particular 
to methods whereby a sender of electronic mail 
may receive confirmation of the activities of mul- 
tiple recipients of electronic mail and seeks to 
provide methods, based on which, a sender of 
multiple items of electronic mail may correlate and 
display confirmation of the activities of a plurality of 
electronic mail recipients. 

Electronic mail or "E-Mail" systems are well 
known in the prior art. By "electronic mail" what is 
meant is a system whereby messages may be sent 
and/or received between two computers or work 
stations. For example, two computers coupled to- 
gether by a Local Area Network (LAN) may be 
used to communicate detailed messages between 
the operators thereof. Similarly, two interactive 
work stations coupled to a central processor may 
also be used to transmit or receive electronic mail 
messages by using well known communication 
techniques. 

While known electronic mail systems do pro- 
vide an enhanced method of communication which 
may be used in situations where all parties in the 
communication loop are not on-line at all times, 
there are certain disadvantages inherent in such 
systems. For example, it is often desirable for the 
sender of an item of electronic mail to determine 
with a high degree of certainty whether or not the 
item has been electronically transmitted to the cor- 
rect location. 

This particular problem has been addressed in 
selected electronic mail systems which provide a 
confirmation notification when a distribution is 
"delivered" or placed in a recipient's "in-basket." 
While this technique represents an improvement 
over previously known electronic mail systems, it is 
often desirable to provide the sender with a higher 
level of information regarding the activities of an 
electronic mail recipient. Therefore, it should be 
obvious that a need exists for an electronic mail 
system which will satisfy this requirement. 

Additionally, while it is possible to send mul- 
tiple electronic mail objects to a plurality of recipi- 
ents, it should be apparent that multiple confirma- 
tion messages might easily overwhelm a sender 
with such information. Therefore, it should be ob- 
vious that a need exists for a method whereby a 
sender may correlate and organise multiple con- 
firmation messages from a plurality of electronic 
mail recipients. 

It is therefore one object of the present inven- 
tion to provide an improved electronic mail system. 

The present invention provides a method for 
providing confirmation to a sender of the activities 



of a plurality of recipients of multiple electronic 
mail objects, the method comprising the steps of: 
designating a plurality of electronic mail objects for 
which confirmation of selected activities of the re- 
5 clpients thereof is desired; 

creating a confirmation log containing a stored in- 
dication of each of the designated electronic mail 
objects; 

transmitting the plurality of electronic mail objects; 
w monitoring the activities of each recipient of the 
plurality of electronic mail objects; and 
automatically transmitting a confirmation message 
to the confirmation log in response to a selected 
activity by a recipient of a designated electronic 
75 mail object. 

One version of such an arrangement disclosed 
hereinafter provides an improved electronic mail 
system wherein a sender may receive confirmation 
of activities by multiple recipients of electronic 
20 mail, and may also display confirmation of activities 
by multiple recipients of electronic mail, organised 
by individual mail object or recipient. 

As disclosed, an indication of each item of 
electronic mail which is designated by a sender as 
25 requiring confirmation of the recipient's activities is 
stored within a confirmation log. The activities of 
each recipient are then monitored and a confirma- 
tion message is generated automatically in re- 
sponse to a determination that confirmation is re- 
do quired for a selected activity or recipient. Each 
confirmation message is then correlated with the 
stored indications of electronic mail objects within 
the confirmation log. Thereafter, the sender may 
display the contents of the confirmation log seiec- 
35 tively by mail object or recipient to determine the 
status of multiple selected electronic mail objects. 
A notification of the receipt of a confirmation mes- 
sage can also be arranged to be transmitted to the 
sender. 

40 The present invention will be described further 
by way of example with reference to embodiments 
thereof as illustrated in the accompanying draw- 
ings, wherein: 

Figure 1 is a logic flow chart illustrating a set 
45 of operations performed; 

Figure 2 is a logic flow chart showing one 
manner of use of a confirmation tog; and 

Figure 3 is a pictorial presentation of a con- 
firmation log. 

so The logic flow chart of Figure 1 illustrates a set 
of operations which add-up to a process which 
begins at block 10 with the decision of a user to 
send an electronic mail object. Next, block 12 
Illustrates the determination of whether or not the 
sender has requested a confirmation for the par- 
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ticular electronic mail object being sent If not, the 
mail is distributed into th network, as depicted by 
block 18 and coupled to network 20. Those skilled 
in the art will appreciate that network 20 may 
constitute a Local Area Network (LAN) coupled to a 
plurality of personal computers, or a plurality of 
interactive work stations which are each coupled 
via network 20 to a central processing unit. 

In the event the sender has requested a con- 
firmation for a particular electronic mail object, as 
determined by block 12, then block 14 illustrates 
the creation of a confirmation log entry by recipient 
or by mail object. Thereafter, as above, the mail is 
distributed into network 20, as depicted in block 18. 

After an electronic mail object has been distrib- 
uted via network 20, a confirmation message may 
be generated in response to either the receipt of 
that electronic mail object by a selected recipient 
or an activity of that recipient. In either case, the 
confirmation status message is transmitted via net- 
work 20 back to the sender where it is received, as 
illustrated in block 22. Next, the confirmation status 
message received is correlated with the plurality of 
confirmation entries which are present in the con- 
firmation log and the confirmation status message 
is thereby matched to a particular electronic mail 
object. 

After receiving a confirmation status message 
and correlating that message with one or more of 
the multiple confirmation entries contained within 
the confirmation log, the confirmation log status 1s 
then updated, as depicted in block 26. Finally, in 
accordance with the method of the present inven- 
tion, the sender receives a notification that a con- 
firmation status message has been received. 

Referring now to Figure 2, there is depicted a 
logic flow chart illustrating the use of a confirmation 
log in accordance with the method of the present 
invention. As may be seen, the process begins at 
block 30 where a user selects the option of viewing 
the confirmation log list. Next, as determined by 
block 32, the user must indicate whether or not he 
or she wishes to view the confirmation log list 
status organised by recipient or by electronic mail 
object. 

In the event the user wishes to view the status 
of each message by recipient, block 34 illustrates 
the displaying of the confirmation status by recipi- 
ent for all recipients to whom the electronic mail 
object was sent with a confirmation requirement. In 
the event the user wishes to view the status of a 
particular electronic mail object by mall object, 
then block 36 depicts the displaying of the con- 
firmation status by mail object for all recipients to 
whom the object was sent with a confirmation re- 
quirement. 

Thereafter, block 38 is used to determine 
whether or not the particular electronic mail object 



to be viewed is a multiple component object. If not, 
the process proc eds to block 42. In the event th 
electronic mail object to be viewed is a multiple 
component object, then block 40 illustrates the 

5 displaying of the mail object and recipient data in a 
hierarchical and relational fashion. This particular 
display may be graphically implemented using a 
"tree" type display. 

Thereafter, the user may take one of the follow- 

10 ing actions, as depicted in block 42. The user may 
also elect to cancel a confirmation requirement by 
mail object and/or by recipient, as illustrated in 
block 46. Similarly, the user may cancel a con- 
firmation requirement by distribution, as depicted in 

75 block 48, or discontinue processing, as depicted in 
block 52. 

Finally, with reference to Figure 3, there is 
depicted a pictorial representation 54 of a con- 
firmation log display, as implemented in accor- 

20 dance with the method of the present invention. As 
may be seen, the display provided in Figure 3 
illustrates a particular mail object "MAIL-I" which 
includes "FOLDER- 1 " which includes 
"DOCUMENT-A n and "FOLDERS," which was 

25 sent to three different recipients. As is illustrated, 
the hierarchical display provides the user with a 
simple and effective method of determining the 
status of each individual component of electronic 
mail organised by both electronic mail object and 

30 the recipients to whom the object was addressed. 

The foregoing represents a method whereby 
the activities of multiple recipients of a plurality of 
electronic mail objects may be received and dis- 
played by a user so that confirmation of those 

35 activities may be effectively organised. Allied ma- 
terial is disclosed and claimed in co-pending ap- 
plications (AT9-88-031 and AT9-88-032). 



40 Claims 

1. A method for providing confirmation to a 
sender of the activities of a plurality of recipients of 
multiple electronic mail objects, the method com- 

45 prising the steps of: 

designating a plurality of electronic mail objects for 
which confirmation of selected activities of the re- 
cipients thereof is desired; 
creating a confirmation log containing a stored in- 

50 dication of each of the designated electronic mail 
objects; 

transmitting the plurality of electronic mail objects; 
monitoring the activities of each recipient of the 
plurality of electronic mail objects; and 
55 automatically transmitting a confirmation message 
to the confirmation log in response to a selected 
activity by a recipient of a designated electronic 
mail object. 
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2. A method as claimed in Claim 1, further 
including correlating each of the confirmation mes- 
sages with the stored indication of each of the 
plurality of electronic mail objects within the con- 
firmation log. 5 

3. A method as claimed in either preceding 
Claim, further including the step of displaying the 
confirmation log to the sender. 

4. A method as claimed in Claim 3, wherein the 
step of displaying the confirmation log to the send- 10 
er further comprises the step of displaying a por- 
tion of the confirmation log relating to a selected 
electronic mail object. 

5. A method as claimed in Claim 3, wherein the 
step of displaying the confirmation log to the send- 15 
er further comprises the step of displaying a por- 
tion of the confirmation log relating to a selected 
recipient 

6. A method as claimed in any preceding 
Claim, further including the step of notifying the 20 
sender upon the receipt of a confirmation message. 
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CONFIRMATION STATUS 
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USER MAY TAKE ONE 
OF THE FOLLOWING 
ACTIONS « 
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